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Abstract 
In recent years, the teaching of Dutch spelling and grammar has come under fire in Flemish and Dutch 
secondary education (SE). The general perception in society, including the perception of teachers ([1], 
[2]), is that the language performa nce of secondary school pupils is waning. The present Flemish 
Minister for Education, however, claims that “there is no hard evidence for a falling trend in grammar 
and spelling; there are only indications from the educational field” ([3]). In order to empirically test 
these observations, a longitudinal survey into the learning of grammar and spelling has been carried 
out in this study. 
Ten years ago, research by [4] into the spelling and grammatical knowledge of Y11-Y12 students 
suggested that their knowledge falls short of the final attainment targets, as prescribed by the 
government, which are briefly-worded descriptions of the knowledge, insights and skills that pupils 
should have mastered by the end of each school year ([5], [6]). In 2008, Y11-Y12 pupils (n=359; aged 
17-18 years) were asked to complete a Dutch grammar and spelling test in 20 minutes. The questions 
were selected from real examinations and Dutch L1 handbooks and were approved by teachers. The 
test consisted of four categories (spelling of words, spelling of verbs, word classes and parsing) and 
independent variables were: (1) geography (Flanders versus the Netherlands), (2) gender (male 
versus female), (3) curriculum (Latin versus non-Latin) and (4) school type (athenaeum (i.e. state 
school/official education) versus college (i.e. private school)).  
In the current replication study, the same test was used to investigate those same independent 
variables in a new cohort of informants, i.e. Y11-Y12 students (n=362; aged 17-18 years). Again, the 
results of this study point to “hard evidence” for a falling trend in grammar among Y11-Y12 students in 
Flanders and the Netherlands. 
Keywords: grammar education, attainment targets, secondary education, curriculum design, 
replication research. 
1 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background 
In recent years, Dutch grammar education in Flemish and Dutch secondary education as well as 
higher education has been the subject of much debate. The general perception in society, including 
the perception of teachers ([1], [2]), is that language performance of secondary school pupils is on the 
downgrade. The present Flemish Minister of Education, however, claims that “there is no hard 
evidence for a falling trend in grammar and spelling; there are only indications from the educational 
field” ([3]). Since perceptions are not based on scientific research, we carried out a replication study of 
[4] into one aspect of L1 language learning, i.e. grammar and spelling.  
1.2 Spelling and grammar research: 2008 
Research into the grammatical knowledge of senior pupils in secondary education (SE) (n=359; aged 
17-18 years) suggests that their knowledge falls short of the ‘final attainment targets’, which are 
briefly-worded descriptions of the knowledge, insights and skills that pupils should have mastered by 
the end of each school year ([5], [6]). In 2008, SE-pupils were asked to complete a Dutch grammar 
and spelling test in 20 minutes. The content for the test was lifted from real examination papers and 
Dutch handbooks and was approved by teachers. The test consisted of four categories (spelling of 
words, spelling of verbs, word classes and parsing) and variables were: (1) geography (Flanders 
versus the Netherlands), (2) gender (male versus female), (3) curriculum (Latin versus non-Latin) and 
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(4) school type (athenaeum versus college). In Flemish secondary education, students can choose 
between four different types of study: ASO, TSO, KSO and BSO. In ASO education, students receive 
a thorough theoretical basis which prepares them for higher education or university. This study 
focuses on ASO. In the Netherlands, students can choose between three different types of study: 
VWO, HAVO and VmBO. This paper will only cover VWO education as it is closest to ASO education 
in Flanders. In this paper, we cannot possibly go into all variables. We refer to [4] and [7] for an 
extensive treatment of the variables, and to [8] for an analysis of the spelling results. 
Tables 1 and 2 contain the results of the four categories. 
Table 1.  Average percentage scores in Flanders in 2008 
 Athenaeum College 
 Latin non-Latin Latin non-Latin 
 Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women 
Spelling of words 60 60 57 53 60 60 53 57 
Spelling of verbs 80 87 70 80 83 87 73 77 
Word classes 72 66 38 38 74 70 24 48 
Parsing 70 67 47 53 80 73 33 60 
Table 1 shows that all Flemish students manage to obtain a pass in the categories spelling of words 
and spelling of verbs. The two categories with rates below 50% (numbers in bold type) are word 
classes and parsing. These low scores occur in non-Latin groups. Word classes present a problem for 
all non-Latin men and women, whereas parsing is only problematic in the non-Latin male groups. The 
table shows that Latin students outdo their non-Latin counterparts by a significant margin when it 
comes to word classes and parsing. The only group that does not pass the overall test is the non-Latin 
male college group. 
Table 2.  Average percentage scores in the Netherlands in 2008 
 Athenaeum 
(non-Latin) 
 Men Women 
Spelling of words 57 57 
Spelling of verbs 63 77 
Word classes 42 46 
Parsing 23 33 
Table 2 illustrates that all Dutch students pass in the category spelling of words and spelling of verbs. 
Word classes and parsing, however, prove to be difficult for students in the Netherlands: all students 
fail word classes and parsing. 
1.3 Research questions 
In the current replication study, the same test was used to investigate those same independent 
variables in a new cohort of informants in 2018, i.e. Y11-Y12 students in SE (n=362; aged 17-18 
years). In this paper, we try to find out whether Y11-Y12 students reach the final attainment targets set 
out for their age range, and whether there have been any significant changes over a period of ten 
years. Two main questions will be addressed: (1) do Y11-Y12 students in 2018 reach the final 
attainment targets for Dutch grammar?, and do they perform better or worse in this aspect than Y11-
Y12 students in 2008, as studied in [4]?; and (2) are there any differences according to geography, 
gender, curriculum and school type? 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
2.1 Informants 
Informants were third grade pupils (n=268) in two Flemish athenaeums and two Flemish colleges. In 
general in Flanders, athenaeums are state schools (official education), a neutral form of education, 
organized and controlled by the Flemish Community, while colleges (private schools) refer to free and 
subsidized education, mainly Catholic schools. The informants in the Netherlands were Y11-Y12 
students in four athenaeums (n=94). This gives us a total of 362 informants. 
2.2 Test 
The participants were asked to sit the same test as used in 2008. This is a traditional grammar test, 
i.e. a test on word classes and parsing, consisting of 14 sentences, 11 of which test their knowledge of 
word classes/parts of speech (e.g. preposition, verb, definite article, adjective) and 3 of which deal 
with parts of the sentence/sentence functions (i.e. subject, direct object, indirect object). In each 
sentence, one word or sentence part was underlined, and informants had to name the part of speech 
or the part of the sentence. No options were given as to eliminate the chance of random guessing. 
The parts of speech and the parts of the sentence were taken from the final attainment targets and 
concrete examples were lifted from L1 handbooks for Dutch in secondary education. 
For the quantitative analysis of the results, an Excel file was created, mentioning the variables 
(gender, grade, school type, curriculum) and the results for each of the 14 items in the test. 
3 RESULTS 
From the test described in 2.2, several results can be extrapolated. In this paper, we will focus on the 
research questions raised in section 1.3. 
3.1 Do Y11-Y12 students in 2018 reach the final attainment targets for Dutch 
grammar?, and do they perform better or worse in this respect than Y11-
Y12 students in 2008? 
Table 3 shows that, on average, Flemish Y11-Y12 students reach the targets for spelling and word 
classes. Non-Latin students in athenaeums, however, struggle with word classes. In general, parsing 
poses a problem for most groups. Over a period of ten years, the knowledge of parsing, has definitely 
deteriorated. 
Table 3.  Average percentage scores Flanders in 2008 > 2018 
 Athenaeum College Average 
 Latin Non-Latin Latin Non-Latin  
 Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women  
Spelling of words 60 > 57 
60 > 
59 
57 > 
50 
53 > 
54 
60 > 
57 
60 > 
63 
53 > 
60 
57 > 
57 
58 > 
57 
Spelling of verbs 80 > 78 
87 > 
82 
70 > 
63 
80 > 
68 
83 > 
79 
87 > 
84 
73 > 
87 
77 > 
71 
80 > 
77 
Word classes 72 > 67 
66 > 
66 
38 > 
29 
38 > 
38 
74 > 
68 
70 > 
72 
24 > 
65 
48 > 
57 
54 > 
57 
Parsing 70 > 33 
67 > 
42 
47 > 
13 
53 > 
18 
80 > 
63 
73 > 
54 
33 > 
58 
60 > 
36 
60 > 
40 
Table 4 shows that, on average, Dutch Y11-Y12 students reach the targets for spelling, but not for 
word classes and parsing. As compared to 2008, the scores for word classes and, especially parsing, 
have dropped drastically. 
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Table 4.  Average percentage scores the Netherlands in 2008 > 2018 
 Athenaeum 
(non-Latin) Average 
 Men Women  
Spelling of words 57 > 55 
57 > 
53 
57 > 
54 
Spelling of verbs 63 > 66 
77 > 
68 
70 > 
67 
Word classes 42 > 38 
46 > 
35 
44 > 
37 
Parsing 23 > 10 
33 > 
12 
28 > 
11 
3.2 Are there any differences according to geography, gender, curriculum and 
school type? 
3.2.1 Geography 
As shown in Tables 3 and 4, Flemish students (still) perform better in all four areas: spelling of words, 
spelling of verbs, and, especially, word classes and parsing ([4], [7]). 
3.2.2 Gender 
Table 5 shows that female students (still) perform better than male students in all four areas 
investigated ([4], [7]). 
Table 5.  Average percentage scores for men versus women 2008 > 2018 
 
Men Women 
Spelling of words 58 > 
53 
58 > 
60 
Spelling of verbs 75 > 
67 
83 > 
73 
Word classes 54 > 
40 
55 > 
52 
Parsing 49 > 
20 
55 > 
33 
Average 59 > 
46 
63 > 
54 
3.2.3 Curriculum 
Table 6 shows that Latinists (still) perform better than non-Latinists in all four domains ([4], [7]). 
Table 6.  Average percentage scores for Latin versus non-Latin students in Flanders 2008 > 2018 
 Latin Non-Latin 
Spelling of words 61 > 
60 
56 > 
53 
Spelling of verbs 85 > 
80 
73 > 
67 
Word classes 69 > 
68 
39 > 
40 
Parsing 63 > 
47 
42 > 
20 
Average 69 > 
66 
52 > 
46 
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3.2.4 School type 
Table 7 shows that college students perform better than athenaeum students across the board, but 
especially grammar. This is the only variable for which there is a drastic change as compared to 2008 
([4]).This is subject to further investigation. 
Table 7.  Average percentage scores for athenaeums versus colleges in Flanders 2008 > 2018 
 Athenaeum College 
Spelling of words 58 > 
53 
58 > 
60 
Spelling of verbs 79 > 
73 
80 > 
80 
Word classes 54 > 44 
54 > 
64 
Parsing 59 > 
20 
62 > 
47 
Average 62 > 
46 
63 > 
63 
4 CONCLUSION 
The present Flemish Minister for Education recently claimed that “there is no hard evidence for a 
falling trend in grammar and spelling; there are only indications from the educational field” ([3]). In 
order to empirically test/refute these observations, a longitudinal inquiry into the learning of grammar 
and spelling was carried out in this study. 
In this paper, two main questions have been addressed concerning the spelling and grammatical 
knowledge of Flemish and Dutch Y11-Y12 students in the ASO, resp. VWO school types: (1) do Y11-
Y12 students in 2018 reach the final attainment targets for Dutch spelling and grammar?, and do they 
perform better or worse in this respect compared to Y11-Y12 students in 2008, as studied in [4]?; and 
(2) are there any differences according to geography, gender, curriculum and school type? 
The research reveals that, in general:  
(1) Flemish Y11-Y12 students reach the targets for spelling and word classes. In general, parsing 
poses a serious problem for most groups. Over a period of ten years, the knowledge of parsing has 
definitely deteriorated. Dutch Y11-Y12 students reach the targets for spelling, but not for word classes 
and definitely not for parsing. As compared to 2008, the scores for word classes and parsing have 
diminished drastically; 
(2) in all four domains (spelling of words, spelling of verbs, word classes and parsing) Flemish 
students (still) perform better than Dutch students, female students better than male students, Latin 
students better than non-Latin students, and college students better than athenaeum students. 
As for the different subfields in the Dutch curriculum, traditional grammar, i.e. word classes and 
parsing, may be considered to be real problem areas. In conclusion, this replication study has 
provided the necessary “hard evidence” for a falling trend in grammar. 
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